Phonological-dependent territorial responses in yellowhammers (Emberiza citrinella).
In songbirds, males sing to attract potential mate and to defend their territory. Information about the sender such as its sex, its motivational state, its strength or identity can be encoded through subtle modifications in songs. In this study, we investigated whether territorial responses of yellowhammer males may be affected by modifications of song syntax and phonology. Yellowhammer song is mainly composed of three elements among which the last one is a long and low frequency note that is supposed to be the main component used by males to assess their potential rival. We carried out field experiments and played back either fully natural songs or partly natural and partly artificial songs to test this hypothesis. We identified that phonology rather than syntax modifications altered territorial responses. Our results also suggest that the phonology of the first song element plays a critical role in driving territorial responses.